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Purpose:  An emerging area of research concerns the physical health implications of early childhood experiences. The aim of this pilot study was to investigate psychosocial influences on developmental aspects of hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis activity. Relationships between individual differences, family relations and cortisol activity in preschool children attending daycare were assessed.
Methods: Cortisol was measured in saliva at awakening and during the evening, over two days, in 32 pre-school children (16 boys and 16 girls). Mean levels of cortisol were assessed at awakening and at 5-6pm in the evening, across the two days and mean diurnal change in cortisol calculated. Questionnaire data provided by mothers’ of child participants included family relations, child behavioural characteristics, and daycare/working hours per week.
Results/Findings: Greater time spent in daycare per week was associated with higher evening cortisol levels in children. Behaviour characteristics of the children were not related to cortisol activity. Children in families reporting higher levels of expressiveness revealed a lower morning cortisol level. In families where children spent a greater amount of time at daycare and in which expressiveness was low, evening cortisol levels were significantly higher. No significant relationships were observed for diurnal cortisol change.
Conclusions: These results provide support for the moderating role of family relations in protecting against stress reactivity in children. Health implications of these findings will be discussed in relation to the developing neuroendocrine system. 

